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To K.B., for being the example of what love truly means.
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He has got to be a gift from God.

I almost check to make sure I’m not drooling as I watch this gorgeous man do pull-ups. Being that I can usually only make it here on an odd weekday, I wonder if he comes here often. But as for right now, here he is, all muscles and sweat, and I cannot find it in myself to move off the sit-up bench. It’s not like I’ve done more than ten crunches anyway. I haven’t been able to work out, other than a pull-up here and there, in a month and my stomach is not having it today.

Mr. Gorgeous finishes his set and drops down, turning his head so quickly I don’t have time to act like I wasn’t ogling him. He catches me staring and raises an eyebrow. Welp, I figure I’m already caught, so I smile and get up to walk towards him. 

I hold my hand out. “Hi, I’m Cassidy. The Starer.”

“I’m Lucas. The Sweater, which is probably why you really don’t want to shake my hand right now,” he replies with a smirk.

I bring my hand back to my side and his dark-gray eyes sparkle with amusement.

“Well, Lucas, I was admiring your pull-ups. In a totally platonic way,” —he gives a sarcastic nod— “because I’ve been doing this pull-up challenge for two weeks but cannot seem to get past two pull-ups. Three, if I practically do the worm on the third.”

He chuckles and it makes me want to tell a million jokes to hear him do it again and again.

“Well, platonically speaking, chin-ups might be a little easier for you. Maybe I can stare—I mean, watch you do some and see if you’re doing anything incorrectly.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely not embarrassing myself like that in front of someone so sexy.”

He grins. “So, I’m sexy, am I?”

“Like you didn’t know that?”

“Doesn’t hurt to hear it every now and then.”

“Mmhmm. I’m sure you’re really hard up for compliments,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“Well, let me take you out for dinner and you can compliment me all night.”

“Is that the best you can do? Honestly?”

He cringes a little. “It’s been a while since I asked a beautiful woman on a date,” he admits.

I find that really hard to believe, but I guess that’s something I can ask about over dinner. “I’ll give you a pass, I guess.” I shrug.

“Next time, I’ll make a much better effort.”

“Already planning a second date, huh? Aren’t we confident?” I grin.

He only smiles. “Give me your phone. I’ll call myself from it, so we’ll have each other’s numbers.”

I take my phone from my armband and hand it to him after putting in my passcode. My eyes can’t help but watch the muscles in his arms bunch as he types in his number before I get a hold of myself and look at his face. He has a small smile and I wonder what’s so funny. When he hands me my phone back, I figure out the smile. On my screen, I see an outgoing call to “The Sweater.”

I burst out laughing. Once I hear his phone ringing, I press the end button.

“Please tell me you’re not going to make my contact name ‘The Starer,’” I plead.

He chuckles that chuckle and shakes his head. “I have a much better name in mind for you.”

“Do tell.”

“I’ll tell you while we’re eating dinner.”

“Ah, making sure I show up, huh?”

“More like hoping,” he says, with sincerity in his eyes.

“At the risk of seeming desperate, I’ll text you tonight, so we can figure out the where and when.”

“At the risk of seeming even more desperate, I might text you first.”

“Oh, text away, Lucas.”

He grins and his face lights up. I figure this is a good time to make my exit, while I still seem like the cool and collected one. I put my phone back in my armband.

“Well, Lucas, my ‘work out’ is over, so I’m gonna go. But I fully expect us to be texting tonight.”

“Yeah, I’m done too. I can’t wait until tonight. Bye, Cassidy.”

“Bye, Lucas.”

I gather my towel from the sit-up bench and turn around to find Lucas gone. I look towards the exit, expecting to see him leaving. Instead, I see Lucas make a right. The only things that way are the daycare and the ladies’ locker room. Curious, I walk over to the exit to see where he’s going. 

I watch him open the daycare door and not five seconds later, a bundle of curls and tutu comes bounding towards him. He barely has time to kneel before a beautiful little girl jumps into his arms. They hug each other so tightly I feel like I’m invading their privacy just by watching.

With that thought, I push the exit door open and leave the gym, all the while thinking, Holy shit, he has a kid.
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After leaving the gym, I go grocery shopping, before heading home and taking a shower. I’m just stepping out of the bathroom when my phone starts ringing. Although I was hoping it would be Lucas, I’m just as excited to see it’s my best friend, Monique.

I met her four years ago, when my town decided to show all of the Game of Thrones season three episodes at the local theater. When you sit next to a girl for ten hours, you kind of have to become best friends, right?

I swipe to pick up the call, answering with, “I met a guy.”

“Tell me everything,” is her only reply.

“I was at the gym and got caught staring at this guy doing pull-ups. So, of course, I took my smooth self over there and got his number.”

She snorts. “Right. Smooth, meaning, you made some corny jokes and he somehow still asked you out?”

“You know me too well.” I chuckle.

“So, when are you going out? Wait, what’s his name?”

“His name is Lucas. Is that sexy or what? We both said we’d text each other tonight to figure out the details. Of course, I’m itching to text him, but I’m trying to wait him out. But there’s one little thing I did not expect...”

“Oh God, what?”

“I think he has a daughter,” I explain.

“Okay, and?”

“And? What if he has baby-mama drama? What if the little girl hates me?”

“Are you trying to screw the guy or marry him?”

“Hold up. Nobody is screwing anyone just yet,” I argue.

“I give it three dates.”

“You’d give it one, if you saw his body and eyes.” I give a dramatic sigh.

Monique chuckles. “Don’t worry about his kid unless things get serious. I’m sure he doesn’t go around introducing his daughter to every girl he dates.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Should I mention that I know he has a daughter?”

“Are you even sure the girl was his daughter?” she inquires.

“Oh, well, no. Not a hundred percent. But they looked like father and daughter. I don’t know.”

“Just go out. Have a good time and...”

I don’t hear the rest of what she says because my phone alerts me to a text and I take it away from my face to see who it is.

I look and scream, “The Sweater!”

“Uh, what sweater?”

“It’s Lucas. Hold on.”

I tap to open the text.

Sweater: I held out as long as I could. Please don’t change my name to Desperate.

I burst out laughing. “I’ve gotta go.”

I hang up, hearing Monique say something about wanting all the juicy details.

Me: Don’t worry. Only my best friend calling stopped me from texting you first.

Sweater: Did you tell her all about how good looking I am?

Me: Yup. We were debating...

I delete that and start a new message.

Me: Yup. I told her all about your gorgeous body and beautiful eyes.

Sweater: You were typing something and then stopped. What did you delete?

My eyes widen at his question. I decide to just be honest.

Me: I was saying my best friend and I were debating on how many dates there would be before you and I did the dirty. You know, based off said body and eyes.

I hit send with a flushed face. He’s taking a while to reply, so I take that time to change his name to Lucas. As soon as I save it, another message pops up.

Lucas: Well, I’ve got to get in on this debate. How many did you both say?

Me: I won’t say who said what, but one of us said one and the other said three.

Lucas: Hmm, I’ll take the middle ground and say two.

Me: Ha. There’s that confidence again.

Lucas: Hey, you’re the one who said one date.

Me: Why do you assume I was the one who said that?

Lucas: From the way you were watching me do pull-ups today.

Me: Whatever. We’re supposed to be planning a date, not talking about what won’t be happening after it.

Lucas: I’ll give you three options for a date and you pick one.

Me: I like options. Make ‘em good.

Lucas: 1) Dinner and I beat you in bowling, 2) Dinner and a movie (your choice), 3) Dinner and go-kart racing (where, again, I beat you).

I take a minute to consider my options. I know I’ll be driving slower than my granny at go-karts, so that’s a no. I check the current movies out and there’s nothing I would bother seeing. So, that leaves bowling.

Me: Dinner and bowling it is, but you pick the restaurant and bowling alley.

Lucas: I think I can handle that. How’s tomorrow night at 7 sound?

Me: Anxious to see me again, huh?

Lucas: You have no idea.

Me: Ok. Tomorrow, then.

Lucas: Are you going to mention you saw me picking up my daughter?

I don’t really know how to respond. Should I say I was going to mention it, but figured it wasn’t my place? Or that I didn’t really think it was relevant right now, seeing as we’re not serious?

Me: I was going to wait for you to bring it up during our date. I figured if you wanted me to know, you’d tell me. But now that you’ve brought it up... She’s beautiful.

Lucas: I would’ve told you during dinner, but I saw you leaving the gym when I picked up Bella, so I’d assumed you’d seen us. And thank you. She takes after me.

Me: Hehe. How old is she?

Lucas: Four, but she likes to make sure people know she’s four and a half.

Me: Too cute. Are you the dad dressing up for his daughter’s tea parties?

Lucas: Hell yes. Gotta impress Starfire and Elmo.

Me: Well Elmo doesn’t wear clothes, so I’m sure you look better than him.

Lucas: When you see me without clothes, you can compare Elmo and me and tell me who looks better.

Me: You can take pictures in your birthday suit and I can judge now.

Me: Oh my God, that sounded so bad. Forget I texted that. Please.

I don’t get a reply for at least five minutes. I spend all of those minutes pacing the floor. Realizing I never got dressed after my shower, I reluctantly put the phone down and tug on some panties and an old gray shirt. I pick up my phone and head to the kitchen. Still no reply.

I get out the pasta, sauce, and ground beef to make some spaghetti. I’m putting the seasoning on the ground beef when my phone vibrates. It’s shameful how quickly I drop the seasoning to pick up my phone. But when I open the message, my eyes almost pop out of my head.

It’s several side-by-side pictures of Lucas and an Elmo doll. My first instinct is to laugh, but it’s quickly swallowed as I scroll through the pictures. The first is a full body shot with Lucas and Elmo standing against the wall. Lucas has a barely-there towel wrapped around his waist, covering the part of him I’d like to see most. Elmo has a wash cloth pinned around his waist.

The little bit I saw at the gym is nothing compared to this picture. Heat shoots straight to my pussy, an ache already starting between my thighs. That man is sexy. No offense, Elmo.

The next picture is a close up of Lucas’ smiling face and Elmo’s black mouth, orange nose, and weirdly huge eyes. But it’s Lucas’ eyes that have me staring at this picture for longer than I should. They’re mesmerizing and make it hard to look away. 

The next picture is of their chests and abdomens. I immediately look past the half of the picture full of red fur and look at Lucas’ toned chest and broad shoulders. From this close, I can make out two tattoos. First, the “Bella” written in beautiful cursive across his heart. Second, is a tree that’s growing out of his towel and spreading across his stomach. There are what look like crows perched on its branches. God, how I wish I could see the rest of that tattoo.

The final photo almost gives me what I’m wishing for. The picture of Elmo standing beside Lucas’ powerful thigh is quickly overlooked as my eyes land on Lucas’ towel. Hidden beneath his towel, is a bulge. And what an impressive bulge it is. If only I could reach through this phone and snatch that towel away. I go through the pictures a few more times before finally replying.

Me: Elmo gave you a real run for your money, but in the end, I gave my vote to you.

Lucas: You took so long to reply, I thought your hands must’ve been busy.

I see Lucas has no shame. I like it.

Me: I’ll save that for later.

Lucas: Then my night is complete.

Me: Don’t worry, my hands will have recovered enough by tomorrow night to whip your ass in bowling.

Lucas: Ha! We’ll see. So, do you want me to pick you up or would you rather meet me at the restaurant?

Me: I’ll meet you there.

Lucas: Ok. When I decide where we’re going, I’ll text you the name. I can’t wait to see you again.

Me: Sounds like a plan. See you at 7.

Lucas: Goodnight, Cassidy.

Me: Goodnight, Lucas.
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The next day around noon, I get a text from Lucas simply stating “Striphouse.”

Me: Uhh, should I be concerned?

Lucas: Not at all. Don’t let the name fool you. This place is great. And it has a dress code, so no work-out outfits.

Me: Yeah, I think I figured that out. I’ll see you there, Lucas.

The rest of the day seems to go by in a blur. When I Googled the restaurant earlier, it said it was twenty minutes away, so I get home by 5:30 to start getting ready. I shower and leave the steamy bathroom before taking off my bonnet and parting my hair down the middle. I straighten it again, then twist two parts on the sides of my head and join them together in the back, pinning them in place.

Next, I put on my gray-and-black-stripped dress. It plunges down to a V in the front and stops right before my bra becomes visible. The bottom of it stops above my knee on the left side and slants to stop mid-calf on the right side. I slip on my three-inch, black heels and tennis bracelet before putting on deodorant and perfume.

Grabbing my gray clutch, I leave the house. After putting the address into my phone, I back out of my driveway and head over to meet Lucas. When I park, I grab my phone off my car charger and half have a heart attack when I see my door being opened. I let out a little shriek before I realize it’s Lucas.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” he apologizes while extending his hand to help me out the car.

After I’m done clutching my chest, I put my hand in his. He helps me stand and closes the door before giving a low whistle.

“You look amazing,” he compliments me.

“You don’t look too bad yourself.” I smile.

I step back to see all of him. He’s wearing a white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and black pants that hug his thighs perfectly. His black shoes come above his ankles and they’re probably my favorite part of his whole outfit. My eyes drift up to his hair, no longer tussled like it had been at the gym. It’s black, short on the sides, with a little more on the top, and combed back. It’s just enough to run my fingers through.

“What are you thinking about so hard over there?” He snaps me out of my naughty thoughts.

“You don’t wanna know,” I mumble.

He arches a brow and puts his hand on my lower back as he leads me towards the restaurant door. “Shall we?”

I walk beside him, suppressing a shudder at the feel of his hand. We step inside and my mouth gapes for a moment. It’s so simply beautiful and romantic. There are gold chandeliers every few feet, but the lighting is set very low. The burgundy walls have a soft, velvet look to them and there are provocative pictures every few tables. Well, I guess that explains the name of the restaurant.

We walk to the front desk and the hostess greets us and asks if we have reservations.

“Yes, under Lucas Sweater.”

I have to clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. Especially when the hostess says, “Right this way, Mr. Sweater.”

Oh God. My stomach hurts from holding in my laugh by the time we get to our table. But what’s on the table has me feeling a totally different way. On our tabletop are two lit candles and rose petals. In front of it all is an engraved note that says, “To A Great First Date.” I look over at Lucas to see him watching me, maybe for my reaction.

“This is beautiful,” I say softly.

“I was going to hire a mariachi band, but I thought it might have been a bit much.”

“Good call.”

“After you.” He gestures towards the booth for me to slide in first.

When I start to slide in, I notice there are little pillows on the bench. Lucas slides in beside me and I like how close he chooses to sit. His thigh is so close to mine I can feel its warmth under the table. I like the thought that I can move over a few inches and be touching him.

The waiter comes over and hands us the menus and wine list before telling us the specials. I order a Sprite instead of one of the wines they offer and am surprised when Lucas orders a Coke.

“I don’t drink,” he says. 

“Me neither,” I reply as my eyes widen in surprise at his admission.

If only he knew why, that my father was an abusive drunk who beat my mom for years. Just someone mentioning drinking is enough to bring my father to mind, and no thought of him is a good one. I’d spent so many nights of my childhood watching him get more and more mean with each drink, until he eventually found a reason to take that anger out on my mother.

I would watch the cashiers’ eyes at the grocery store look at me and my mother with sympathy as my father placed bottle after bottle on the conveyor belt. Everyone knew exactly what my father was like, and how much worse drinking made him. But really, none of them knew half of the horrors that went on in my house.

When I got older, I swore to myself that I’d never drink alcohol. I’d never take the chance that I’d turn into my father. I wonder what Lucas’ reasons for not drinking are, though.

Looking at Lucas, I find him smiling at me and realize I’ve been silent, thinking of the past. I drag myself from those somber memories and clear my throat as I open the menu.

“Have you ever been here before?” I ask.

“No. One of my employees bought his wife here for their anniversary and told me how romantic it was.”

“Your employee?”

“Yeah, I own a restaurant. Well, it started out as a pizzeria, but I just brought the space next door and am expanding it to a restaurant.”

“Wow, that’s great. What’s the name?”

“Pizza Paradise. It’s over on Williams Street.”

“Oh my God,” I say excitedly. “I’ve gotten food from there so many times.”

“Did you like it?”

“Hell yeah. Your pizza and ziti...” I give the okay symbol with my hand.

“Good to know.” He chuckles.

“Do you cook anything?”

“I used to do the cooking on Thursdays, but I haven’t since I hired my current chef.”

The waiter comes back with our drinks and takes our orders. I get the rib-eye steak with a baked potato, and Lucas orders a T-bone steak with lobster mac and cheese. A few minutes later the waiter comes back with pretzel twists, which look like breadsticks. I’m wary of putting butter on pretzels, but it ends up tasting amazing. Lucas and I both nod our heads in approval at the first bite. 

“So, what do you do?” Lucas inquires after we’ve both finished a pretzel twist.

“I own a book store.”

“Look at you.” He grins. “What’s it called?”

“So Many Books, So Little Time.” I smile. 

“I like it. I take it you love reading?”

“‘Love’ is too small a word.” I sigh.

“What’s your favorite book?”

“That’s like asking which limb I’d like to have removed, but I love Beauty and the Beast retellings the most.”

“Interesting. Do you have a huge library at home or do you just swipe books off the shelves at your store?”

“I may have a bedroom in my house that has an entire wall of bookshelves,” I say with a grin.

He chuckles. “Wow.”

The waiter returns with our food and more pretzel twists. I immediately cover my entire steak in A1 Sauce. Lucas’ laugh makes me look up from my plate.

“What?” I ask.

“You didn’t even try it yet. Maybe it didn’t need any steak sauce.”

“I only eat steak to use steak sauce,” I state.

He shakes his head and murmurs, “It’s a damn shame.”

I laugh, pour a little more sauce, just to make him cringe, and cut off a piece of my steak. I moan as I chew it. It’s that soft and juicy.

“Well, if steak sauce makes you sound like that, I’m all for it,” Lucas says with a mischievous smile.

“Oh, shut up and eat.”

He does just that. When we’re both finished, he looks surprised.

“You really finished your whole plate,” he marvels.

“Oh, I can eat.” I laugh.

“Me too,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

“I’m gonna act like you’re talking about your steak.” I try to hide my grin.

The waiter comes over to collect our plates with a dessert cart in tow. They all look so delicious.

“I don’t think I can eat another bite,” I say sadly.

“We’ll just take the check, please,” Lucas tells the waiter.

As the waiter walks away with all the desserts I wish I could eat, Lucas leans over and whispers, “Well, I hope you have enough energy for the rest of the night.”

My jaw drops open.

“I meant bowling. Get your mind out of the gutter, Cassidy. My goodness.”

“Sure, you did.”

When the waiter brings the check, Lucas looks at it, takes two hundred-dollar bills out of his wallet, and places them on the table. He slides out of the booth and reaches his hand out to help me up.

“Now, time for that ass whooping.” He smiles.
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The bowling alley is unlike any I’ve ever been to. There’s only about twelve lanes and two private party rooms with their own lanes in the back.

Lucas tells the receptionist we have reservations, this time under Markov instead of Sweater, and we’re escorted to the last lane before you’d reach the party rooms. The entire area past the main entrance has no overhead lighting, only the lanes are lit by different colored UV lights and beaming monitors. 

Lucas has been talking about how badly he’s going to beat me the whole ride over in his truck. What he doesn’t know is that my mom made me go to the bowling league my high school had twice a month until I’d graduated. We’d just moved here and, to her, that had been a way for me to make friends. But it’s going to come in handy now and I am thoroughly looking forward to seeing the look of surprise on Lucas’ face when I get my first strike. 

“Let’s put a little money where our mouths are,” Lucas says as we lace up our rented bowling shoes.

“Okay. If I win, you cook me dinner for our next date,” I suggest.

“Done. If I win, you show me those three pull-ups you’re so embarrassed about.”

“Yikes. I better make sure you lose, then.” I laugh.

He walks over to type our names into the monitor. I simply watch him as he moves, admiring how those pants show off his ass. He turns around, rubbing his hands together.

“Time for a beat-down. I hope you still like me after.”

“Who says I like you now?” I challenge.

I look up to the overhead screen and see he’s put our names in as “Beauty” and “Beast.” Beauty is up first. I laugh and grab the bowling ball.

“Hey, hey.” He puts his hand out to stop me. “What makes you think Beauty is referring to you?”

I fake scoff. “It better be.”

“Lucky for you, that’s what I put your name as in my phone, so I’ll let you go first.”

“How gracious of you.” I grin as I move past him. 

Lining myself up, I let the ball go. Of course, I get a strike. I turn around with a smug smile to see Lucas looking at me with raised eyebrows.

“Impressive,” he says while walking past me to get his ball.

My smile quickly fades when he gets a strike as well.

“Beginner’s luck.” I wave it off as our scores become the same on the monitor.

I step up to the lane and lift the ball by my chin before swinging my arm back. As I bring the ball forward, I hear Lucas scream, “Balls!”

My surprise makes me drop the ball like a dead weight from my hand and I watch it slowly—oh, so slowly—roll into the right gutter.

I could kill Lucas. I turn around, glaring at him as he saddles up to my side.

“Damn, I figured you were bad, but I didn’t know we needed bumpers.” He chuckles.

“You...you cheated. Balls? Really?” I’m stunned.

He simply shrugs. “Still your turn.”

I yank my bowling ball up but shoo Lucas away. No telling what the hell he’ll do standing next to me. He walks away with his hands up. This time I get nine pins instead of a strike.

“Poor baby,” he says as we pass each other.

What he doesn’t see is that I never take my seat. I’m still right behind him. As he swings his arm forward, I crane my neck around and kiss his cheek. His bowling ball still has some power behind it when it falls and he manages to knock down the outer three pins on the left. He looks at me with shocked eyes for a few seconds and then smiles.

“Oh, it’s on,” he declares.

“Just remember you started it,” I return.

And so, the rest of the bowling date goes by with us trying to trick, cheat, and surprise each other into losing.

In the end, I win by two points and do an embarrassing victory dance that makes me glad no one is in the lane next to ours. Lucas accepts his defeat graciously. I manage to wait until we’re in his truck, driving back to my car, before rubbing my win in.

“Just so you know, I expect a three-course meal. Appetizer, dessert, and all.” I grin.

“Luckily for you, I happen to be a really good cook. I’ll serve up a little Kraft mac and cheese, chicken tenders, the works.”

“Oh, no, sir. I’m gonna need a meal made from a beginner’s cookbook recipe, at least.” I laugh.

“So, when am I cooking this top-notch dinner?” he asks.

“I’m free Saturday night, if that works for you.”

“That’s perfect, actually. My daughter spends the night over my parents’ house every Saturday, so we’ll have the house to ourselves.”

“Was she upset you went out tonight? I hope I didn’t cut into your time together.”

“No, no. I really only go to the restaurant and gym, so I’m not away from her often, except when she’s at pre-school. And every Sunday is our special day together, so I’d say, she looks forward to that day most.”

“What do you guys do on Sundays?”

“Whatever Bella wants.” He chuckles. “Go out to eat, go to the park, aquarium, Build-A-Bear, or the movies. She’s always got an idea of where she wants to go.”

“That’s so cute,” I say as we pull up next to my car.

Honestly, I don’t want this night to be over, so I’m slow to say goodnight. Thankfully, he starts talking, prolonging our time together.

“I can’t even tell you how much I’ve enjoyed being out with you.” He smiles at me.

“I had a really good time too,” I agree.

“I’m happy that you won. It’s getting me a second date.”

“You would’ve gotten that anyway.” I still don’t want to leave, so I ask, “Whatever will you do until Saturday without me?”

“Well, tomorrow I plan on catching up on Game of Thrones while Bella is at pre-school. You watch that show?”

For the second time that night, I clutch my chest. “Do I watch it?”

He laughs. “I’ll take that as a, ‘Hell yes,’” he says before he gets serious. “Favorite character?”

“My Khaleesi, of course. Yours?”

“Arya. She’s lethal. Khalessi is cool, too, but in the end, Arya is the best.”

“Damn, and this date was going so well.” I shake my head.

“Maybe a kiss will make up for it,” he suggests.

I sigh dramatically. “You can try.” 

He gets out of the truck and comes around to open my door. I smile up at him as I get out but that smile quickly disappears as I feel his hands go to the sides of my neck, his thumbs brushing my lower jaw. I close my eyes as he leans in.

At first, he barely brushes his lips against mine. One touch, then two, but when he tries to pull away a little again, I fist my hands in his shirt to keep him close. He silently obeys, moving so there’s no room left between us. This time, his soft lips stay on mine. After a few seconds, I feel his tongue peek out and lick my bottom lip. I immediately open for him and the kiss turns into something else.

He tilts my head to the right and his tongue begins to circle mine. It feels so good I moan into his mouth as my entire body comes alive. His grip gets tighter at the sound. Our tongues slide against each other’s until we both need to come up for air. He bites my bottom lip as we separate and I’m pretty sure I whimper.

“Wow,” I breathe. 

“Yeah.” He grins.

He opens my car door for me and closes it once I settle into my seat. I start the car and roll the window down.

“Call or text me when you get home, so I know you got in okay,” he says.

“I will. Bye.”

“Bye.” He gifts me with one more gorgeous smile before I pull away.

I think of nothing but that kiss the whole way home.
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​Chapter 5
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Me: Home, safe and sound.

I text Lucas when I reach my bedroom, before changing into a T-shirt and shorts.

Lucas: Good. I hope you thoroughly enjoyed our first date. I know I did. Your cheating at bowling aside.

Me: Aww, don’t be a sore loser.

Lucas: Well, if it means you won’t stand me up on Saturday. 

Me: And miss my victory dinner? Not a chance. Can I ask you a question?

Lucas: Anything.

Me: At the gym, you said it had been a while since you’d asked someone on a date. You don’t date much?

Lucas: Not since Bella was born. I put all my focus into raising her and building my business. I mean, I’m no saint, but I haven’t dated anyone or had any serious relationships since she was born.

Me: I see. And you’re ready for a relationship now?

Lucas: With the right woman, yes. I have everything in my life where I want it to be. I’m able to take that step now.

Me: Ok. Just checking. You seem like a great catch and I’d hate to realize later on that you never actually wanted to be caught.

Lucas: Lol. I’m definitely willing to let you catch me, Cassidy. As long as I’m catching you right back.

Me: Catch away. Just don’t drop me.

Lucas: Never. I’ve got strong hands. Didn’t you see me working out?

Me: Ok, macho man. How does Bella like pre-school?

Lucas: She loves it. Everyone is her bestest friend in the whole wide world. She learns a lot there. I think she’s really going to miss it next year when she starts kindergarten.

Me: Are you going to cry on her first day?

Lucas: I teared up her first day of pre-school, so it’s very likely.

Me: I can’t even picture it. Was her mother there?

Lucas: She’s never been there.

Me: What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.

Lucas: Can I call you? Too much to text.

Me: Sure.

My phone rings a few seconds later. I answer with a groggy voice like I just woke up. “Hello?”

He laughs. “Really?”

I chuckle. “Spill.”

He releases a heavy breath. “Where to even begin? I met Bella’s mother, Diana, through mutual friends when we were both twenty-two. She was nice. We had fun together, went clubbing and out with friends. But somewhere along the line, she started using drugs, drinking way too much, and hanging with a new group of people that were into some really heavy stuff.”

“Shit.” I sigh. “I can tell where this is going.”

“Yeah, she spiraled pretty quickly. In a matter of six months, she went from the girl I knew, to barely functioning. She looked like a zombie some days. I definitely didn’t want to be in a relationship with her anymore, but I didn’t want to leave her at her lowest either.

“I tried everything I could think of to help her. I would get her into rehab, just for her to check herself out a few days later. Finally deciding there was nothing else I could do for her, I went over to her apartment to break things off but found her passed out on the bathroom floor. I called an ambulance and at the hospital, I found out she was three months pregnant.”

“Wow.”

“Exactly. Imagine how surprised I was. She claimed she didn’t know she was pregnant. Maybe she didn’t, I don’t know. But there we were, her going through withdrawal and pregnant. Her blood work showed she was using cocaine. I knew it was bad, but I guess I hadn’t realized how bad until that moment. My life basically paused for the next six months. I wouldn’t let her out of my sight, knowing the moment I did, she’d use. I knew we couldn’t be together, but I thought if she stayed clean, at least we could co-parent.

“Bella was born right before Thanksgiving, beautiful and healthy, which was my biggest concern. I was so scared the drugs would have affected her in some way, but she was perfect.”

“Was Diana happy to have Bella?” I ask.

“No.” He sighs. “She barely even looked at her. She was just anxious to leave the hospital. Everything I said annoyed Diana and she couldn’t stand it when Bella cried. Two days later, we left the hospital and went to her apartment, where one of the nurseries was set up. I was changing Bella’s diaper when I heard the front door slam. Diana left and came back hours later, so high I was surprised she remembered where she lived.”

“That’s horrible.”

“After that, I took Bella and went to my apartment. I haven’t seen Diana since. She never came by to check on Bella or anything, and I preferred it that way. My mom watched Bella while I worked and opened my pizzeria. Every now and then, someone would tell me they saw Diana or that she’s trying rehab again. All I care about is that Bella is happy and that all the craziness is far away from her.”

“Has Bella ever asked about her?” I inquire.

“Not yet. I’m sure she will when she gets a little older. Honestly, I have no idea how I’ll answer. How can I ever explain that her mother chose drugs over being in her life? I hope I can avoid that talk for as long as possible,” he admits.

“I wish I could help, but I’m a little inexperienced in the great dad department.”

“What do you mean?”

“My dad was a sorry piece of shit, and that’s putting it lightly. He drank too much and used my mom as a punching bag.”

“Did he hit you?” Lucas asks with a tight voice.

“Only once. My mom ended up in the hospital protecting me. She left him after that.”

“Where is he now?

“He died when I was eighteen. Liver failure, which was no surprise. Honestly, it was a relief, knowing I didn’t have to worry about him finding us anymore.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll never understand how a man abuses a woman.”

“You and me both,” I agree, but even not understanding it, I’ve never been able to shake the fear that every man has that inside of him. The ability to become that monster and hurt the women they claim to love. But in talking to Lucas, in spending time with him, I could never imagine him becoming like that. 

“So, tell me more about Bella,” I say to change the subject. 

“Bella is everything good in my world. She has the weirdest, most beautiful laugh. She loves any and everything to do with stars and constellations. She’ll eat almost anything you put in front of her and at the moment, she wants to be an astronaut and Starfire when she grows up.”

“Starfire?” I interrupt.

“A superhero on this show called Teen Titans Go!”

“Oh. I’ve never heard of it. I’ll look it up.”

“So, anything I should avoid cooking Saturday?”

“Nope. Much like Bella, I’ll eat anything. It just better be good, or I’ll kick you to the curb.”

“You can’t get rid of me that easily,” he says while chuckling.

“I
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